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Down to Earth: ecofeminism’s fraught history 
Courtney Pedersen 
 
While the publication of Rachael Carson’s book Silent Spring in 1962 is considered by 
many to be the genesis point of modern environmentalism (Gaard 2011, 28), the 
deliberate melding of feminism with environmental politics didn’t occur until the late 
1970s and early 1980s.  Ecofeminism equates the exploitation of the natural world with 
the oppressive operations of patriarchal society. As a child of the 1980s, my vision of 
ecofeminism was inextricably linked with the anti-nuclear movement of that period. For 
me, ecofeminists were the political radicals of the Greenham Common Women’s Peace 
Camp, and groups such as the Feminist Anti-Nuclear Group (FANG) and Women's 
Action Against Global Violence here in Australia, but the term also felt haunted by 
earlier images of ‘Earth Mother’ stereotypes.  
 
Many women of my generation were passionately hostile toward that earlier 
characterization of an unquestionable correlation between women and the natural world. 
The essentialist notion that women were ‘naturally’ more caring or more compassionate 
felt like a prison. We were drawn to approaches that offered an escape from women’s 
fixed biological destiny, and ecofeminism became implicated in that escape. As Mary 
Phillips and Nick Rumens note in the introductory chapter of their recent reader on 
contemporary ecofeminism, “ecofeminism has a chequered history in terms of its 
popularity and its perceived value in conceptualizing the relationship between gender and 
nature” (2015, 1). As a philosophical position that sounded suspiciously essentialist, 
ecofeminism became a hotly debated topic in the 1990s, before effectively fading from 
view in the early twenty-first century.  
 
Niamh Moore and Greta Gaard have discussed the dilemma that faced many thinkers and 
activists during this time as they struggled with the perception of ecofeminism as an 
essentialist and possibly also a neo-colonial school of thought: “By the late 1990s talking 
about eco/feminism (in an academic context at least) had become difficult, unless one 
also addressed, and clearly rejected, the inevitable question/accusation of essentialism” 
(Moore 2015, 20). Even though ecofeminism seemed to offer radical approaches to 
working across disciplines to identify and tackle systemic abuses of power, critics chose 
to focus “on the celebration of goddess spirituality and the critique of patriarchy 
advanced in cultural ecofeminism”, causing “poststructuralist and other third-wave 
feminisms [to portray] all ecofeminisms as an exclusively essentialist equation of women 
with nature, discrediting ecofeminism's diversity of arguments and standpoints” (Gaard 
2011, 31). 
 
Moore contends that this policing of the terms of feminist engagement was largely based 
on an inaccurate characterization of ecofeminism as a single evolutionary strand of 
political thought in the first place, rather than the very heterogeneous patchwork of 
approaches and beliefs that eventually made up the field. As Virginia Scharff pointed out 
in her 1995 review of a number of books tackling what she referred to as ‘environmental 
history’, approaches to the topic of feminist environmental politics were sometimes 
bewilderingly diverse (Scharff 2015, 164-175). 
 
Artists responded energetically to these diverse provocations raised by ecofeminism. In 
Australia, Jill Orr’s photographic performance series Bleeding Trees (1979) drew explicit 
parallels between the visual consumption of the female body by the male gaze and the 
literal consumption of the earth’s resources. Orr’s body appears as a broken branch in the 
landscape in a series of visceral photographs shot on location throughout Victoria. Bonita 
Ely’s conceptual work, Murray River Punch (1980) used the context of the cooking 
demonstration, then seen as a strategy of policing normative feminine behaviour, to 
discuss the chemical contamination of Australia’s iconic waterway.  Elsewhere, Agnes 
Denes planted a field of wheat in a valuable landfill site two blocks from Wall Street in 
New York in Wheatfield - A Confrontation: Battery Park Landfill, Downtown Manhattan 
(1982) and Dominique Mazeaud undertook her epic work, The Great Cleansing of the 
Rio Grande from 1987 to 1994, where she collected rubbish from the river bed and banks 
in what would now be described as a social practice artwork. The craft practiced at the 
Greenham Common Peace Camp in the United Kingdom, including versions of yarn 
bombing and the large textile Rainbow Dragon (1983), could be considered one ancestor 
for today’s craftivists. 
 
Just as much of this work feels relevant once again, the fundamental principles of 
ecofeminism have struck a chord with a new generation. The notion that the degradation 
of our natural environment is symptomatic of a broader abuse of power that similarly 
subjugates women rings true to a generation who have benefited from the recent 
resurgence in feminist consciousness – and who also recognise that climate change, 
ocean acidification, rising salinity, and food security will impact them in ways that are 
impossible to either predict or ignore. It is not too great a jump from the identification of 
‘rape culture’ (the social assumption that women’s bodies are an exploitable resource) to 
eco-rape culture, where the earth’s natural resources are treated in a similar manner. 
Recent high profile events, such as the lead contamination of drinking water in Flint, 
Michigan in the United States, and the anti-fracking activism of groups like ‘Lock the 
Gate’ in this country echo the environmental disasters of Love Canal in New York State 
or the commercial forest development in the Himalayas in the 1970s that galvanised the 
original ecofeminist movements (Fontaine). 
 
Greta Gaard has suggested that a recuperation of ecofeminism’s legacy is essential “both 
for the intellectual lineage it provides and for the feminist force it gives to contemporary 
theory” (Gaard 2011, 43). As she points out, there is no shortage of environmental justice 
issues to be tackled in the shadow of the impending Anthropocene, a new epoch where 
human beings have altered the fundamental bio-systems of the planet.  Assuming an 
ecofeminist position would mean that “humanity no longer positions itself and its needs 
as transcending ‘nature’ but regards itself as being immanent within an ecological system 
on which it depends” (Phillips and Rumens 2015, 2). Just as there has been a revival in 
feminist art practice, there have been significant attempts to consider what the 
Anthropocene means for the practice of art. It seems inevitable that these two streams of 
urgent activity meet once again to reveal a contemporary ecofeminist art making. 
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